Introduction: Professionalism in early childhood education
There is ongoing international recognition of the importance of the early years in terms of long term adult wellbeing and national productivity (Heckman 2014; Sims 2013 ). The quality of programs for young children is therefore really important and there is substantial evidence to indicate that staff qualifications and working conditions have a major impact on quality and therefore on children's outcomes (Corr et al. 2015; Hall-Kenyon et al. 2014) . Similarly, moves towards more integrative and inclusive early childhood education (ECE) settings requires selfreflection from early childhood professionals (ECPs) 1 in relation to the extent they experience themselves to be skilful and competent to encounter children with special educational needs (SEN) or various backgrounds (e.g. children who are maltreated or neglected, children from LGBT 2 families). This requires ECPs to reflect on their perception of the balance between expert knowledge in special education versus expert knowledge in early childhood needed to deliver quality learning experiences to children with and without SEN and from various backgrounds.
As a result there are moves around the world to professionalize early childhood through increasing qualification requirements, and developing national curricula Sims & Pedey 2015; Sims & Waniganayake 2015a . Nevertheless, these moves are only one aspect in professionalization of ECE. Enhancing the status of early childhood workers has been seen as a political movement that brings with it significant risks to highly valued components of early childhood work. In the UK the side-lining of care from the early childhood discourse has resulted in ECPs feeling they have lost a very important element of their work (Chalke 2013; Sims 2014) . In the Pacific, research suggests that the pursuit of a culturally appropriate early childhood curriculum runs counter to the pressures associated with a neoliberal professionalisation agenda (Sims & Tausere-Tiko, in review) . There is a growing body of literature concerning the issue of teacher professionalism and the construction of teachers' work and roles in the context of education reforms more widely (Apple 1986; Gewirtz et al. 2009; Sachs 2001) . Much of this literature highlights the fact that conceptions of professionalism are fluid, multifaceted and powerful in their ability to influence on workers' roles (Gewirtz et al. 2009 ).
There are challenges in adapting the concept of professionalism in ECE settings. One key factor, we hypothesise, to reach the status of professional is to receive appreciation from the surrounding community and society. A key element of a strong professional identity is the validation received 1 In this study those who work in early childhood education and/or early childhood special education as educators will be referred to as early childhood professionals (ECPs).
2
LGBT family is a generally used term describing families with lesbian, gay, bi-or transsexual parents.
The aim is to investigate the links between job satisfaction of Finnish early childhood professionals (ECPs) and the appreciation they receive for their work, and how these are associated with their competence to work with children with diverse needs and backgrounds. Data was collected via nationwide online survey for practitioners (n = 885) working in Finnish kindergartens. The main findings show that ECPs experience their work as satisfactory and receive appreciation from colleagues, friends and the children's parents. It was also evident form the data that ECPs felt themselves to be incompetent to work with children with disabilities or children who had experienced trauma. This may reflect that more in-service training regarding these special education issues is needed. We argue that satisfaction, appreciation and competence, are key factors in the development of a strong professional identity, enhanced well-being at work and in other domains of life and particularly for high quality and inclusive early childhood education.
for the work undertaken along with the knowledge and skills to undertake that work (Corr et al. 2015; Trede 2012) . Work in ECE is not a highly valued profession and ECPs are not considered as important as primary teachers (Kaga, Bennett & Moss 2010) . One reason could be that workforce has been dominated by women and the work is considered work that should come naturally to women (as mothers) (Sims 2014) . In addition, work in early childhood is poorly paid (Andrew & Newman 2012) and conditions of work are often poor (Thorpe, Boyd & Brownlee 2011) . These factors all reflect a societal lack of appreciation that impact on early childhood workers perceptions of the meaningfulness of their work as well as their status as a professionals in the field. Andrew and Newman (2012:242) , state that 'As with other feminized fields, this caring labour involves a high level of emotional management, of the self and others, which remains undervalued as a skill within discourses of professionalization'. The emotionally loaded interpersonal work in required in ECE is not highly valued, creating significant risk for ECP stress, poor wellbeing and lack of satisfaction in their work.
Poor overall wellbeing at work reflects negatively in other domains of life. It is well established that job satisfaction and well-being might be threatened if employees continuously feel inadequate and there are role conflicts in the working community (Hakanen 2009; Schaufeli, Bakker & van Rhenen 2009) . These notions resonate well with the growing body of literature in the field of ECE studies that has raised critique on the dominant construction of professionalism. The discourse of professionalism merging with the neoliberal idea of accountability has lead practitioners to be subjected to external evaluation (Osgood 2006) . This top down quality assurance approach creates a discourse that influences how professional the staff feels; they judge themselves based on the discourse surrounding these policies (Bradbury 2012) . While embracing these critical notions, we feel that instead of abandoning the discourse of professionalism there is a need to refinement of the concept. As a synthesis of these two bodies of literature we concluded that experienced appreciation and meaningfulness of work might be fundamental resources that enhance well-being.
There are number of studies focusing on the work-related well-being of professionals in the field of education (Bakker et al. 2007; Emery & Vandenberg 2010; Fernet et al. 2012) . In general, these studies position teaching as a highly stressful profession with multiple emotional and physical challenges; e.g. the need to manage children's challenging behaviour, hectic days, and poor physical working conditions. Nevertheless, there are still multiple positive characteristics that make early childhood teaching work meaningful and engaging for ECPs. Our previous studies have demonstrated that Finnish ECPs in regular and integrated special groups experience high levels of work engagement and their working resources were experienced by them as adequate. Positive attitudes towards their ECE work are reflected in better quality of pedagogical work and especially in more positive teamwork (Nislin et al. 2015a (Nislin et al. , 2015b . Basic elements of work such as caring for and teaching children are considered to enhance work satisfaction and joy (Rantala & Määttä 2011) and overall, ECPs feel their work is meaningful and engaging (Estola, Erkkilä & Syrjälä 2003 ). However we do not yet understand the ways in which ECPs' job satisfaction is linked with the value the world around them assigns their work (the appreciation they receive).
The ECE sector is organised differently in different countries around the world. Educational qualifications of staff may vary greatly, and the requirements are not uniform across different countries nor even across different states within countries. In many countries, a university degree in ECE is not required and there are jurisdictions where only minimal training is required to work with children in early childhood settings. This is of concern given many studies have demonstrated the importance of high quality ECE for children's learning and wellbeing and later outcomes (Vandell & Wolfe 2000; Sylva et al. 2010) . In addition to qualifications themselves, it is clear that a positive and supportive environment is one in which ECPs and children both experience wellbeing and participation (Roffey 2012) . In establishing a professional identity for those who work in early childhood it is important to consider not just qualifications and curricula but job satisfaction and wellbeing (Canrinus et al. 2012) . This is particularly interesting in the Finnish context because there are a range of people from different professional backgrounds working in early childhood and in kindergartens. In Finland ECE work is a multiprofessional collaboration (Nummenmaa & Karila 2006 ) that involves early education teachers, special teachers, nursery nurses, and assistants with various educational backgrounds and pedagogical qualifications. The ECPs' qualifications reflect the ECPs' positions and responsibilities in the ECE teams, but the distribution of work within teams varies. National guidelines serve as a basis for the design of local curricula though municipalities are responsible for the implementation and steering of these services (Suhonen & Nislin 2012) . This means that there is some regional variation in organizing ECE and in the composition of the ECP teams, but for example in Helsinki metropolitan area at least one ECE teacher, responsible for pedagogy and planning of activities, is required in every group. When a child needs some additional support, an early childhood special education (ECSE) professional is also available.
The Finnish ECE system implements the principles of inclusion, whereby children with SEN are educated and placed in a kindergarten/preschool near home with children without SEN. Depending on the policy applicable in each municipality, kindergartens may contain integrated special groups (five children with SENs per group and seven children without special needs). Early special education can also be organized in segregated special groups if intensified support is needed although, according to the principles of inclusion, the perceived need for special education no longer requires a medical or psychological evaluation. Children with SEN represent a heterogeneous group with a number of competing definitions and classification systems which may differ between countries and municipalities (McManus, Carle & Rapport 2014) . Categorization of specific disabilities such as learning disabilities, language delays, behavioral problems or sensory and physical problems has been traditionally based on psychological and/or medical diagnostical classifications. The application of such categories has been justified because of the link between diagnosis and eligibility for support (Nilholm et al. 2013) . In Finland, as well in other Nordic countries such as as Sweden, there has been a shift away from this diagnoses based approach in organizing the individual support in kindergartens and school environments (Nilholm et al. 2013; Pihlaja 2009 ). Classification and categorization might be harmful for children in terms of their identities and rights, as they are defined through specific traits and characteristics (Hanson et al. 2001) . Thus in the Finnish context, the inclusion of children with SEN into kindergartens is complicated by the changes of perception related to eligibility criteria for support and this impacts on the role of ECPs working in groups inclusive of children with SEN.
At the core of pedagogical work with all children are interactions (between adults and children and between the various adults in the team). A key contributor to job satisfaction might be the extent to which ECPs consider themselves capable of successfully engaging in their pedagogical work with children. It is possible that, when working with children with SEN, ECPs may find this more challenging. Encountering children with various needs may challenge ECPs' competence and cause feelings of inadequacy. Additionally, children with various backgrounds force ECPs to reflect own attitudes and values if contrary with those held by the families. Personal private thoughts and subjective values should not have an impact on how the children and parents are treated and recognized. Traditionally, taking care of children with diverse educational needs has been a task of special teachers (Paju et al. 2015) , and generally more segregated placements in organizing the teaching and care of children with SEN have been utilized. Nowadays, more inclusive practices are favoured, but there is uncertainty of the extent to which ECPs' qualifications and competence are adequate. Children with SEN in regular kindergarten groups may hence challenge ECPs' competence and if the responsibilities in teams are not well defined, this may have an impact on their satisfaction and quality of work. Given that they work in multiprofessional teams the varying different specialisations may contribute to difficulties in determining distribution of responsibilities particularly if tasks and duties are not bound to the educational qualification of the ECP (Onnismaa & Kalliala 2010) . Thus in the Finnish context the construction of an ECP professional identity may be rather more challenging than in other EC contexts and this may impact on job satisfaction (with the ultimate implication of impacting on quality which we are not investigating but about which we can speculate from the literature). In this study we investigate the links between job satisfaction of Finnish ECPs and their perception of the value others around them assign to their work (the appreciation they receive for their work), and how these are associated with their perceived competence to work with children with diverse needs and backgrounds.
Research questions
Our aim is to investigate ECPs' job satisfaction and the appreciation they receive from friends, colleagues and parents of the children for their work. Linked to this, we investigate to what extent appreciation is related to ECPs´ work satisfaction and their working conditions. Further, our interest is to study how ECPs regard themselves to be competent in working with children identified as having SEN and/or who come from minority backgrounds, and how this perception of competence is associated with their job satisfaction. The research questions of our study are: 
Measures
We collected data with an online survey and in this paper we utilize items from the survey concerning job satisfaction and the appreciation ECPs experience at work, their evaluation of their competence in working with children with SEN and/or various backgrounds, and their background characteristics (e.g. age, profession, educational level, period of employment). The questions in the survey related to job satisfaction survey consisted of 13 items covering the following themes:
• Appreciation, (e.g. 'My friends appreciate the work I do', 'The colleagues appreciate me'; 'I receive appreciation and confidence from parents of the children I work with'), Questions were answered on a 6-point Likert scale, so that the informants assessed their opinions from 1 (totally agree) to 6 (totally disagree). The overall reliability of the job satisfaction section of the survey was calculated with Cronbach's alpha and showed moderate internal consistency (0.75).
Further, we asked ECPs to assess their perceived competence in working with children with SEN. In the survey we included specific types of SEN and various backgrounds as below:
1. children with disabilities 2. children who had experienced trauma 3. children with a minority religious family background 4. children from LGBT families 5. children with parents abusing alcohol and/or drugs 6. children with serious illnesses
Participants were asked to identify if they felt competent to work with children from each of the groups identified and could answer yes/no. Answers were grouped into 1 = competent and 2 = incompetent.
Analysis
The data was analysed by using IBM SPSS 22 Software for windows. To answer research questions 1 and 2 we obtained descriptive statistics (means, standard deviations) for workrelated satisfaction and appreciation to describe the data. Additionally, descriptive statistics for ECPs competence items were calculated.
To respond to question 3, we compared the differences between different occupational groups by using analysis of variance (ANOVA) with Bonferroni corrections, and in the case of dichotomous variables, Chi-square tests were used. In addition, age and period of employment were used as grouping variables in comparisons. The groups were the same as presented in Table 1 . Further, to detect (question 4) if there were associations between job satisfaction, appreciation and competence, we used the Pearson's product-moment correlation coefficients.
Results

ECPs' satisfaction with their ECE work
First we obtained descriptive statistics for job satisfaction and appreciation that are presented in Table 2 . On average, ECPs experienced positive job satisfaction. They felt enjoyment in their work (M = 1.9, SD = 0.80), and felt they had control of their own work (M = 1.9, SD = 0.85). In addition, they felt they had good relationships with the children with whom they worked (M = 1.4, SD = 0.62). They were less positive about work overload (M = 4.8, SD = 1.0) and their ability to solve conflicts with their colleagues (M = 3.5, SD = 1.1). They reported minimal ability to recover from the job strain (M = 3.0, SD = 1.2). We conducted multiple ANOVAs to compare differences between teachers, special teachers and nurses in job satisfaction, but no variation was found. Nevertheless, we found differences in experienced job satisfaction between ECPs grouped according to their age, the period of employment in the field of ECE and their educational level. Older ECPs reported they experienced a more positive social climate at work and they were more likely to feel they were important members of their working community than younger ECPs [F(3) = 2.8, p = 0.41]. In addition, ECPs at the age of 35-45 years recovered more easily from work-related strain than the youngest ECPs [F(3) = 4.5, p = 0.004]. ECPs with a degree in special education reported a more positive social climate at work than those with a bachelor degree from a polytechnic institution [F(4) = 3.7, p = 0.005]. ECPs with no bachelor/master degree in ECE reported feeling a more burdensome work overload and more hectic working days than did those who had a degree in early childhood special education (ECSE), a bachelor degree from a polytechnic or basic level education [F (4) The results for these pairwise comparisons are presented in Table 2 (please see columns PC/profession, PC/age, PC/ period of employment and PC/educational level).
Experienced appreciation among ECPs
In general, ECPs were satisfied with their work in ECE and they felt they received appreciation from their friends, colleagues and children's parents (see Table 2 ). Teachers, special teachers and nurses did not differ in the levels of appreciation they received, nor were there differences between ECPs with different levels of education. However there were some associations between ECPs' age and period of employment and appreciation variables. The length of employment was correlated with the experienced appreciation from colleagues (r = -0.14, p < 0.01), parents (r = −0.16, p < 0.01) and friends (r = 0.137, p < 0.01), so that longer the ECP had been working in the field of ECE, the more he/ she felt valued and appreciated. We conducted ANOVAs with Bonferroni correction to test which groups differed the most, and a major difference was found between ECPs with the shortest working experience and those with over 15 years in the field. Similarly, ECPs' age correlated with the levels of appreciation from colleagues (r = -0.10, p = 0.002), parents (r = -0.22, p < 0.001) and friends (r = 0.12, p < 0.01): older ECPs experienced more appreciation compared to younger colleagues. Educational level was related to appreciation, with the more qualified ECPs with higher levels of education reporting they experienced more appreciation from parents (r = -0.95, p < 0.01).
ECPs' competence in working with children with SEN and/or diverse backgrounds
The results of the ECPs' competence in working with children with various needs and backgrounds are presented in Table 3 . Results indicate that ECPs experience the most challenges working with children with severe disabilities and those with who have experienced traumas. They felt the most competent working with children from LGBT Table 1 ), it can be seen that the groups differed in all dimensions except in their perceived competence working with children from LGBT families (p = 0.64). After investigating which groups differed most, the difference was significant only in dimensions of 'child with disabilities', 'child with parents abusing alcohol/drugs' and 'child with serious illness(es)' as presented in Table 3 . ECPs with qualifications in special education felt more competent in working with children with severe disabilities than other ECPs. In contrast ECPs with a bachelor degree in EC from a polytechnic institution felt more competent working with children who had parents experiencing alcohol abuse and with children who were seriously ill than ECPs with other qualifications.
Associations between job satisfaction, appreciation and perceived competence working with the children who have diverse needs and backgrounds
Items related to appreciation at work were strongly correlated with the other job satisfaction variables, and the results from the correlation analyses are presented in the Table 4 . The results suggest that there are links between the ECPs' experienced job satisfaction and the appreciation they receive from their colleagues, friends and children's parents. The more the ECPs experienced appreciation the more they were satisfied with their work and working conditions. They felt part of the working community and capable to solve conflicts they encountered with colleagues. Appreciated ECPs were happy to come to work daily, and they felt that they were more able to easily recover from stress. ECPs who felt valued felt more positive about their physical or aesthetical working environment.
Finally, our aim was to explore to what extent ECPs' perceived competence with children who had various needs is related to their perceived appreciation and satisfaction at work. Results from these correlational analyses are presented in Table 4 . Results suggest that appreciation from friends and children's parents has a positive association with experienced competence in working with children with diverse needs. There were no correlations between competence variables and appreciation from colleagues. The perceived social climate at work (meaning that the ECP feels him/herself to be part of the working community and also that she/he has a positive relationship with children in the group) correlates positively with better perceived competence in working with children. Thus it appears that job satisfaction, appreciation and perceived competence are positively linked.
Conclusions
This study offers important viewpoints on ECPs' job satisfaction and appreciation and hence adds to existing literature regarding the professionalism and development of professional identity in the field of ECE. Additionally, our findings expose ECPs' experiences about their competence in encountering children with diverse needs and backgrounds. We argue that these elements, satisfaction, appreciation and competence, are key factors in the development of strong professional identity, enhanced well-being at work and in other domains of life and in particular for high quality and inclusive ECE.
These results from our present study support previous findings that ECPs generally regard their work as positive, enjoyable and engaging (Nislin et al. 2015b; Rantala & Määttä 2011) , and experience their work as autonomous (Nislin et al. 2015a ). ECPs felt they had control over own work; they felt they had mastered their job and had freedom to decide the content of their work. This is important given that a number of studies have demonstrated that autonomy is one key factor that positively boosts job satisfaction and enhances work engagement (Hakanen 2009; Schaufeli & Bakker 2014 ). In addition, ECPs assessed their relationships with the children to be good, and overall this was associated with their self-assessed competence in working with children with various needs. Similarly, ECPs' experiences regarding the social climate at work were linked to their perceived better competence with the children. This suggests that competence is socially influenced and given ECE work is highly interpersonal by nature, this is understandable.
However, ECPs across the board did not report high levels of job satisfaction, and there were some perceptions of work overload and strain. Even though these were on average moderate they should be taken seriously, as constant problems with recovery from job strain and work overload may, if prolonged, lead to many health problems (Hakanen 2009; Schaufeli et al. 2009) . It is suggested, that coping problems at work are not private issues of individual workers, because these problems influence other workers and finally children. In particular positive workrelated emotions tend to be contagious as do negative attitudes (Perhoniemi & Hakanen 2013 ).
It was not surprising that workers with longer experience felt more competent and appreciated. With a long experience in the field of ECE ECPs might be more prepared to solve conflicts and encounter challenges at work, and their professional identity builds up over their years of work in ECE. We are convinced that perceived appreciation is not just something externally given; rather is acquired and learnt in the course of working life. As Fagley and Adler (2012) argue it is not a static state or inherent unchangeable character; instead, appreciation can be taught and learnt. In this sense, it is important to realize that ECPs are not passive actors who wait to be appreciated and valued by their surrounding community; instead they may impact themselves on their perceived appreciation. An experience of being appreciated in their work is internal process that requires self-pride and advocacy aimed at raising awareness of the importance of ECE. This is not only the task of individual ECPs but something for which the whole working community is responsible. All in all, in the Finnish context, ECPs were generally more positive about their appreciation than the previous literature (e.g. Andrew & Newman 2012; Kaga et al. 2010 ) may suggest.
ECPs were confident working with children from LGBT families or with minority religious backgrounds. This might also be because the needs of LGBT families or children with minority religious backgrounds are not identified by them as different from those of children from majority family or religious backgrounds. Confidence in encountering children with various needs and backgrounds could be one factor that enhances experienced job satisfaction. There were associations between job satisfaction variables and competence indicating that more positive attitudes towards the work is linked with better competence in encounters with children and families.
It is important to note that this data is based on selfperceptions and there has not been any external review of ECE practice in these areas in Finland. National level discourses institutionalised, for example, in assessment policies, have an impact on how professional the staff feels; they judge themselves on the basis on the definitions of success inherent in assessment policy (Bradbury 2012) . The lack of external benchmarking in Finland may have created a false sense of competence among ECPs. Thus, our results in Finnish context resonate well with earlier examinations that link assessment policies with experiences of competence.
However, the lack of external benchmarking could equally create unrealistic expectations of performance. A somewhat alarming finding was that so many ECPs felt themselves to be incompetent working with children with disabilities or children who had experienced trauma. This may be a sign that more in-service training regarding these special education issues is needed, but it may also reflect the traditional distribution of ECPs roles and responsibilities in kindergartens in Finland. There is a lack of clarity between the different professional disciplines working in ECE: ie educational pedagogues, special needs educators and nurses (Onnismaa & Kalliala 2010) . Clearer division of responsibilities among ECPs accompanied with proper training concerning developing sensitive relationships to children could help ECPs navigate within different expectations and increase their experienced competence and job satisfaction.
There are some limitations in this study that should be taken into consideration. The data for this present study was gained from a wider survey study, and the questionnaire utilized in investigating job satisfaction and appreciation was not a standardized instrument. There are multiple valid instruments for investigating more in depth the work-related satisfaction and working conditions but these were not appropriate to use within the limitations of the study. Regardless the limitations, we believe that the questionnaire used produced valuable information, and more importantly the associations between the variables in question. Furthermore, it is important to note that our survey measured perceived competence rather than competence per se. This increases the likelihood that length of work experience may link to ECPs ability to navigate between different expectations, work distribution and professional identities. Due to these limitations there is still room for more nuanced measurements and analysis to strengthen these results. This is left for later inquiries.
At the beginning of this paper we suggested that the ECPs' role has social, cultural, educational and political significance. What seems certain is that practitioners working in the early years needs to be regarded as critical professionals who are able to formulate their professional identities and determine the content of their work based on their own expertise. However, to be able to do that they need tools for organizing the distribution of work and addressing the needs of children from various backgrounds.
